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THE FORCE MAJEURE FACTOR

The Ashport Fixer — Book Three

DRAMADAN




Prologue. An Offer You Can’t Refuse

I got up from my bunk and put my book back on the shelf. A flesh-and-blood guard in a cellblock that was supposed to be staffed exclusively by droids? That alone qualified as an emergency.

My magnetic shackles clinked as I stepped through the doorway. The guard was visibly nervous. He kept his distance, and his hand kept drifting toward his stun gun. We weren’t headed for one of the usual visitation rooms with their bulletproof glass. Instead, we passed through two security checkpoints and turned into the administrative wing, where inmates were strictly forbidden.

The conference room door hissed shut behind me, leaving my escort outside.

The room smelled of ozone and expensive cologne instead of the usual prison bleach. A man in an impeccably tailored gray suit sat behind a metal table. He was well into his fifties, with closely cropped gray hair, ramrod military posture, a hard jaw, and cold, calculating eyes. Everything about him screamed modern-day inquisitor. The kind who could wipe entire cities off the map with a stroke of a digital pen. Two hulking figures in unmarked heavy armor stood motionless on either side of the table, almost blending into the shadows.

“Have a seat, Mr. Kade,” the stranger said, his voice level and edged with steel. I sat down and rested my shackled hands on the table.

“Victor Rendell. Special Inspector for the World Government.” He activated a white-noise generator to prevent anyone from listening in. Leaning back in his chair, the inspector interlaced his fingers and studied me like an interesting but potentially dangerous laboratory specimen. “Let’s be frank, Kade. I know who you are. And before coming here, I examined your case in considerable detail.”

The inspector tilted his head and tapped his tablet. “You murdered the corrupt mayor, Richard Vale, on a live broadcast. Article 101: crimes against the foundations of the state. Punishable by anything from three hundred years in prison to disintegration at the atomic level. But even without that particular offense, your record would be enough to earn you five life sentences.”

He began methodically counting off the charges on his fingers. “Article 402. Domestic terrorism and the use of weapons of mass destruction. An army-grade EMP device detonated at a cultist compound in the industrial district. Article 215. Economic sabotage. You leveled the warehouses of the logistics company SilverLine to send its stock price crashing five minutes later. Article 118. Mass destruction of property. You blew out the supports beneath a cliff, destroying a Tecton director’s luxury villa along with a dozen corporate security officers. And that’s without mentioning the hundred and eighty million credits in syndicate money you laundered through the laundromat on the ground floor of your office. I’m generously choosing to overlook that.”

Rendell sighed. Something resembling cold admiration flickered in his eyes. “Looking at this catalog of terrorist acts, I am genuinely astonished by the local justice system. A mere hundred and fifty years. Your team and Elysion pulled off an extraordinary legal feat to hide you here from justice.”

“I have a very talented team,” I said with a crooked smile. “So, Inspector, did you come all this way to express your admiration for my humble accomplishments?”

“I came to inform you that your comfortable little prison stay in Ashport is over,” Rendell snapped. “You’re far too effective at destroying things to spend your days gathering dust in a concrete box. I conducted my own investigation and uncovered a flagrant discrepancy between the severity of your crimes and the conditions of your incarceration. An emergency court hearing has already been scheduled. In a matter of minutes, the local court will take my strong recommendation into account—off the record, of course—and you will be transferred to another prison. Entirely legally.”

“You’re going to Jupiter, Mr. Kade. To serve your hundred and fifty years.”

He touched the terminal. A hologram flared above the table, showing an enormous, ominous station embedded in an icy asteroid against a backdrop of raging gas storms. “Omega Block. A maximum-security correctional facility owned by the Apex Security megacorporation. The survival record there is fourteen years. And it’s not just the brutal guards. The corporation cuts costs on radiation shielding in the barracks, so inmates slowly burn under the radiation of Jupiter’s belts. Science has yet to determine how long your mutated body would last under those conditions, but we’re quite prepared to conduct the experiment.”

“Furthermore, under its agreement with the government, the corporation purchases prisoners under contracts lasting at least twenty years, with no possibility of release or appeal. It’s a one-way ticket. The worst of the worst end up there. And you’ve certainly earned your place among them.”

I said nothing. The threat couldn’t have been clearer.

“But there is an alternative.” He dismissed the hologram with a swipe. Another station appeared in its place: a massive industrial complex wrapped in cargo docks, floating high in the upper atmosphere of the gas giant. “The Orbit 3R8 Atmospheric Complex. Helix Transfer Hub. A logistics prison operated by Orion Cargo. Conditions are considerably better, and the radiation shielding meets regulations. Inmates convicted of serious offenses, typically serving fifteen to thirty years, process and load resources extracted by other corporations operating on Jupiter. Unlike Omega, people can eventually leave Helix as free men.”

“I could send you there. Granted, with your sentence, that distinction is largely academic. But at least you’d have a chance.”

“What kind of chance?” I leaned forward.

“The Helix facility currently houses Theo Fox. Younger brother of Silas Fox, leader of the radical terrorist organization known as the Void Front. According to our intelligence, the terrorists are hunting for an old treasure.”

“A century ago, a corporation called Terra-Synthesis stockpiled gold in the southern sector of the Asteroid Ring. The metal was refined, smelted, cast into bars, and prepared for shipment to Mars. But then the corporate wars broke out on Mars, the supply chain collapsed, and over the next three years approximately one hundred metric tons of pure gold accumulated at the facility. We don’t have an exact figure.”

“A hundred tons? And everyone just forgot about it?”

“Terra-Synthesis was developing weapons and experimenting with Chaos artifacts in that sector. They had classified authorization for the research.” The inspector grimaced. “They pushed their experiments too far. An energy surge opened a small but stable portal. The entire area surrounding the vault became contaminated. Distorted physics, demons, and other manifestations of Chaos. Although their activity should have diminished considerably over the past century.”

“Every attempt to recover the gold failed. The corporation went bankrupt, and the Aldridge family trust bought up the rights to the site. They fared no better. Several expeditions ended in disaster, and eventually the asteroid passed into the hands of the World Government. The facility was mothballed. We established an orbital security station and deployed autonomous droids around the outer safe perimeter to monitor the site. The gold itself remains securely locked in a vault equipped with its own nuclear reactor. But recently, someone hacked the external security station.”

“The Void Front,” I repeated. “And who exactly are these people? Treasure hunters looking to strike it rich?”

Rendell’s lips twisted slightly. “If only, Mr. Kade. A hundred and fifty years ago, the Asteroid Ring became the new El Dorado. Corporations recruited millions of volunteers on Earth and sent them to mine resources in the vacuum of space. There was no World Government out there. Only corporate greed. Oxygen shortages, nonexistent safety regulations, slave labor. And then came the uprisings. Rebels were slaughtered by the thousands. Survivors were shipped to Jupiter or Mars, although more often they were simply kept working where they were, except now as convicted prisoners. That’s when Mars entered the picture. To distract Earth from its own plans for independence, the Martians began supporting the uprisings in the Ring. They planted the idea of an independent republic and a lasting alliance against Earth aggression. Then they backed that idea with weapons, credits, and mercenaries. The result was a vicious cycle that kept drawing in new revolutionaries.”

The inspector interlaced his fingers again, studying the holographic star system. “To put out the fire, the Ring was declared a Free Economic Zone. The major uprisings subsided, but the idea itself never died. The grandchildren of those first miners are still carrying on their grandfathers’ struggle. Their goal is complete independence for the Ring and a new war to liberate Mars. Silas Fox and his Void Front are a professional liberation army, fanatically convinced of their own righteousness. Three years ago, they boarded the prison barge Tartarus, massacred its special-forces escort, and freed twelve hundred inmates. Most of those prisoners later died during an assault on a government base on Psyche-16. Two years ago, the Front bombarded a naval base on Vesta by accelerating a swarm of asteroids and directing them into the installation. Some of the asteroids were packed with explosives. A year ago, they blew up a refinery on Ceres. And they earned their name through a particularly distinctive practice: captured corporate personnel are thrown into open space without suits. As a warning to others.”

“Lovely people,” I muttered. “And I’m guessing they have friends?”

“The Ring contains millions of asteroids. An ideal place to hide practically anything. Ringers find old, decommissioned ships full of holes, patch them up, and use them to raid corporate freighters. Pirates. We periodically wipe them out when they grow too powerful, but eliminating the problem entirely is impossible. And the irony is that, thanks to the Free Economic Zone, the corporations themselves frequently buy back their own stolen merchandise from the pirates. Or hire those same pirates to attack their competitors. At this point, it’s practically a full-service industry.”

Rendell leaned forward. “The Void Front operates independently of the pirate clans. They genuinely believe they’re fighting for justice and a brighter future. They condemn pirate methods, and sometimes their disagreements escalate into firefights. But if Silas Fox gets his hands on a hundred tons of unaccounted-for gold, he’ll buy the loyalty of the pirate clans, unleash them against government installations, arm Mars, and drown half the Solar System in blood.”

“And to prevent an interplanetary war, you’re hiring a convicted fixer?” I drummed my shackled fingers against the table.

“Your assignment is to gain Theo Fox’s trust. Arrange his escape. Use him to reach his brother and his terrorist gang. Help them recover the gold from the Chaos-contaminated zone, taking advantage of your immunity to that filth. Then give me the location where they all assemble so I can take them down. Your neurolink and control bracelet will be reprogrammed. You’ll be able to remove your shackles when necessary and move around the facility without risking detonation of the bracelet and your subsequent disintegration. All instructions will come directly from me through a covert channel. You’ll also be able to remotely take control of equipment running World Government protocols. That should prove useful. Under government regulations, everything connected to the official network has built-in backdoors at the basic protocol level. I can’t give you any more tools without arousing suspicion. A detailed escape plan will be downloaded directly into your head upon arrival.”

“Infiltrate. Stage a prison break. Find the terrorists, recover the gold, wrap everything up with a pretty bow, and hand it over to you. Sounds like suicide with a grace period. What’s in it for me?”

“A full pardon,” Rendell replied evenly. He placed his tablet on the table. “We’ll sign the Shadow Protocol. You deliver the terrorist leader and the gold, and I grant you a full pardon along with a government commendation for eliminating a threat to peace and order throughout the Solar System. You can frame the medal and hang it on your office wall. You’ll be a free man. More importantly, you’ll actually have a life left to live. Until the contract is fulfilled, I will be the only person with access to this file. A leak is out of the question.”

Not much of a choice. I could rot from radiation poisoning under the watchful eye of Apex Security, or gamble with death one more time for a chance at a clean slate. Didn’t take much thinking.

“I’m in.”

Rendell nodded in satisfaction and slid the tablet toward me. “Verify your identity.”

I pressed my thumb against the screen. The sensor took five seconds to scan my biometric signature and compare it against the database. A prompt flashed on the screen.

Confirm signature by voice.

“I confirm.” Voice recorded. Match: 100%. A voice sounded inside my head. Biometric profile confirmed. Identity verified. Shadow Protocol activated.

“Excellent, Mr. Kade. And now for the upgrade I promised you.” The inspector raised his voice. “Guards!”

The two armored brutes stepped toward me. One produced a small chrome cylinder and flipped open its lid right in front of my face. Inside, a tiny metallic spider stirred, snapping its sharp contact-tipped mandibles with predatory eagerness.

At the same instant, the second brute clamped my head against the back of the metal chair. A quick scalpel cut just behind my right ear. The cold burned. I gritted my teeth. A faint metallic scraping sounded beside my ear, followed by the prick of icy little legs against my skin. The spider darted straight into the fresh wound, burrowing into my flesh and connecting directly to the central node of my neurolink.

A violent electrical surge made my body arch. Green lines of system code streamed across my vision.

External interference detected...
Lockdown initiated...
Security protocols overwritten.
Control bracelet switched to manual mode.
Covert communication channel established.

“One last thing.” The inspector rose to his feet while I struggled to breathe, acutely aware of the spider settling into its new home somewhere inside my neck. “The Void Front has eyes everywhere, and we don’t know who sympathizes with them. You’ll go through the same process as any ordinary prisoner. Everything will be real. We have no agents on Helix. Communication will be routed covertly through the station network. You’ll have no one to rely on but yourself. If you’re captured after the escape, don’t expect us to intervene. The terrorists are unlikely to believe in two consecutive prison breaks and a string of convenient coincidences. You’ll be of no further value to me. So don’t get caught. Good luck, Mr. Kade.”

The brutes seized me by the shoulders, hauled me toward the exit, and shoved me through the door. The same young guard was waiting in the corridor, shifting nervously from foot to foot beside two silent combat droids. He’d already received his orders. He escorted me into a small room containing a single chair. A neural helmet was mounted on its headrest.

The virtual Judicial Matrix flashed into existence before my eyes. A tired, disheveled judge sat behind a long oak desk. To her right, a prosecutor was yawning. To her left stood my court-appointed defense attorney—a cheap hologram that couldn’t even be bothered to simulate eye contact.

“Case number 847XI-412. In light of newly discovered circumstances and the severity of the offenses committed, the sentence imposed upon defendant Ray Kade is subject to immediate review,” the judge rattled off in a practiced monotone. The defense hologram feebly raised one hand in a token gesture of protest. The judge didn’t even look at it. “The court hereby orders the defendant removed from municipal jurisdiction and transferred to the Helix Logistics Hub, Jupiter Atmospheric Complex, to serve a sentence of one hundred and fifty years. This ruling is final.”

A virtual wooden gavel came crashing down. The helmet switched off, leaving me somewhat bewildered by the efficiency of the local justice system.

The trip to the spaceport passed in a haze. I rode in an armored government glider with a dozen other unfortunate bastards weighed down by heavy restraints. The concrete hangar at the spaceport smelled of ozone, machine oil, and despair. A long line of chained prisoners stretched across the boarding deck toward the transport’s airlocks.

I’d been running from Jupiter’s mines ever since the day I left the army. I’d paid astronomical debts to the corpos, risked my hide, survived street wars... And just when I’d started thinking I was finally done with all that, they dragged me right back. No matter how hard I’d tried to escape its grasp, Jupiter had finally caught up with me.

They marched us into a sterile compartment lined with rows of massive metal capsules. They looked disturbingly like coffins, complete with thick transparent lids.

“Get in.” A guard shoved me roughly in the back.

I climbed into the cold capsule, its interior lined with sensors. A very young guard from the special detention unit leaned over me, sweating and looking thoroughly out of his depth. He clutched an electronic instruction manual in one hand while fumbling with the life-support contacts on my chest with the other. He kept tangling the wires and checking his tablet.

“Come on, kid. Pick it up,” I rasped. The guard flinched, muttered an apology, and pressed the blinking button that administered the drugs intended to induce a deep artificial coma. Unfortunately, my half-demon biology interpreted the sedative as a lethal poison and immediately went to war against it.

Instead of drifting peacefully into blessed darkness, I started suffocating. My muscles seized in brutal spasms. My heart raced, driving my metabolism into overdrive.

“Hey! He’s rejecting it!” the kid shouted in panic, frantically scrolling through his instructions. “His readings are all over the place! Pulse over two hundred!” He awkwardly twisted a valve on the control panel, punched something into the console, and increased the dose.

The chemical sledgehammer finally broke through my body’s defenses. My vision blurred. The clanging metal and shouted voices faded into a thick, distant drone.

The heavy coffin lid hissed shut above me. Thick, menthol-scented cushioning fluid began flooding the capsule.

“Jupiter Tourist Airlines welcomes you aboard,” I croaked, staring at the terrified kid through the rapidly clouding glass. “Welcome to the resort...”

A wave of heavy, artificial sleep washed over me. Darkness finally swallowed my consciousness.

Jupiter was waiting.

[image: Image]




Chapter 1. Green Boots, Corporate HR, and Jovian Hospitality

The icy, menthol-scented fluid took an agonizingly long time to drain. I came to with the stuff still up to my chest, thrashing around inside a half-flooded sarcophagus. My lungs burned. After breathing liquid, I had to force myself to draw in the stale air the capsule was pumping around me.

Two distorted silhouettes emerged through the fogged glass. Someone outside was hammering furiously on the metal casing with a wrench.

“Turn the goddamn valve, Farrell!” came a muffled voice crackling with static. “This piece of junk has a jammed drain valve again. Those corporate rats will be shipping us in wooden boxes next.”

“I'm turning it! The threads are stripped!” the second man snapped, throwing his weight against a lever. “Never mind that. What’ve you heard about the strike down at the lower docks? Word is the guys decided to slow down loading the Martian barges yesterday, so the guards shocked half the shift unconscious and cut everybody’s rations in half for a week.”

“Shut up and pull. If the stiff in there drowns, they’ll dock our rations for damaging company property.”

Metal shrieked. The lock gave way, and the heavy transparent lid flew open. The last of the gel-like fluid poured onto the metal floor, washing me out along with it. I hit the grated deck with a wet smack, coughing up mouthfuls of synthetic slime.

“Oh, he’s alive,” observed the one they’d called Farrell. The heavy toe of a boot dug into my ribs. “Get up, rookie. This ain’t a resort.”

They hauled me upright by the shoulders and shoved me into a narrow decontamination booth. Icy jets of caustic solution blasted me from all sides, stripping off the remaining capsule fluid and, apparently, the top layer of my skin. Then came a blast of hot air. My skin stung like hell. The booth spat me out the other end, where a conveyor built into the wall rattled into motion and dispensed a pitiful survival kit: a faded gray jumpsuit, a battered work spacesuit with scratches all over the visor, and a pair of absurdly heavy, acid-green boots.

“Put it on,” ordered an overseer droid that had just hovered over. Its chrome chassis was pitted with dents. A built-in plasma cannon hummed ominously where its right arm should have been, while its left hand held a cattle prod crackling with electricity.

I pulled on the jumpsuit and climbed into the spacesuit. The adaptive fabric tightened slightly, adjusting itself to my build. Then I wedged my feet into the heavy green boots. The soles snapped onto the steel deck with a loud magnetic click. The droid clanked its manipulator impatiently, pointing to a tiny earpiece. The moment I slipped it into my ear, the communicator came alive.

“Welcome to Helix Transfer Hub, a property of Orion Cargo,” said an impeccably polite synthetic voice in my ear. “For the duration of your sentence, you have been reclassified as an asset with restricted rights. The corporation values every employee. You are now part of our big, happy family! Synergy and efficient labor are our shared path to maximizing profits!”

“Your friendly new coworkers will provide an informal onboarding experience and introduce you to station life a little later. For now, please listen to your basic orientation. Your operator is your best friend, mentor, and effective manager. Loss of your corporate communicator constitutes damage to company property. Penalty: seven days on half rations. Failure to comply with a direct order from your operator will result in disciplinary action, ranging from solitary confinement to transfer through an exterior airlock. Please remember that Orion Cargo maintains an open-door policy. We do not forcibly detain our assets, and you are entirely free to leave the station without a spacesuit at any time. Maintenance of your spacesuit is your personal responsibility.”

Yellow indicators blinked across my suit. The built-in diagnostic system cheerfully reported 168 percent wear and tear, while the oxygen gauge promised a whole twelve minutes of breathable air. Apparently only one of the four tanks still worked, and that one was half empty. I took a tentative step. The boots would only release their grip when I shifted my weight just right, forcing me into a heavy, shuffling gait. Station gravity was set to one-third of Earth’s, giving everything a deceptive lightness.

“Please note the color-coded distinction between equipment classes,” the syrupy voice continued. “Your footwear bears a green designation. Floors in work and recreation areas are likewise marked with green guidance strips. Unauthorized entry into a yellow or red zone constitutes a violation of corporate security. A first offense will result in a warning pulse from your neural shock system, inducing involuntary bladder evacuation. A second offense will result in a maximum-strength pulse, which will likely cause irreversible cardiac arrest. In addition, station defenses will designate you a hostile target to protect proprietary information. We appreciate your understanding. Watch where you’re going!”

I shifted my weight to the other foot and listened to the hum of the deck.

“Work boots may be removed only in sanitation facilities or individual rest capsules, and only with operator authorization. Any attempt to remove your footwear in a transit corridor is considered sabotage and will be punished with immediate electrical stimulation. The corporation fully supports self-governance initiatives by delegating the resolution of internal disputes to the workforce itself. However, should the reduction in your sector’s asset population exceed the permissible threshold, Human Resources droids will intervene in the interest of optimizing workflow. The level of suppression—from a paralysis charge to plasma annihilation—remains at the operator’s discretion. Have a productive shift!”

The connection cut out, leaving only a faint hiss of static. I looked around.

The panoramic window in the airlock area offered a view that took my breath away and turned my stomach cold. Jupiter didn’t merely dominate the sky. It filled everything. An ocean of ocher, brown, and dirty cream-colored ammonia clouds churned in enormous storm systems, moving with unstoppable force. Against that monstrous cauldron of gas, Helix looked like a pathetic rusty growth. Corrosion had eaten through the station’s colossal cylindrical hull, and antenna masts bristled from it like harpoons sticking out of a dead whale.

Well, then. Time to take a stroll around my new home.

I was shoved into a broad transit corridor leading to the main loading dock. The station’s architecture screamed of obsessive, pathological cost-cutting. Exposed wiring ran along the walls beside sparking pipes slick with condensation. Thick dust hung in the air, refusing to settle in the artificially reduced gravity and turning the light from the few halogen lamps into murky yellow columns. Everywhere I heard metal crashing, containers clanging, and thousands of inmates swearing as they hurried around the loading platforms ahead.

Suddenly, a shriek split the air, like someone tearing a gigantic sheet of foil in two.

Metal fatigue had finally caught up with the old bulkheads. Straight ahead, where a group of convicts was pushing an antigrav cart, the corridor’s outer plating split open. The emergency systems kicked in. Heavy pressure doors slammed down with a deafening crash, sealing off our stretch of corridor from the rest of the station. Air roared through the half-meter hole with a savage howl.

The low gravity made everything worse. The cart and three prisoners whose magnetic soles had torn free of the deck were dragged toward the breach. They never even had time to scream. Their bodies were crunched through the jagged opening and hurled into open space.

The rushing air knocked me off my feet, but I managed to grab a thick metal handrail running along the wall with both hands. My green boots clicked as they found purchase on the deck. My fingers went white with strain. Trash, crates, and abandoned tools screamed past me into the vacuum. Pressure plunged. My lungs felt as though they were trapped inside a steel band, and black spots swam across my vision as oxygen ran out.

Through the jagged breach, with Jupiter’s storms as a backdrop, I saw two spider-shaped repair droids dive in from outside. They pressed a thick sheet of armor plate against the hole and welded it into place in seconds with blindingly bright plasma cutters.

The howling stopped. The ventilation system rumbled to life, pumping in air and equalizing the pressure. A moment later, the corridor’s heavy pressure doors began to rise.

I dragged in a ragged breath, pried my numb fingers off the handrail, and got to my feet. There was a dry click in my earpiece.

“Attention. Unscheduled depressurization has been resolved. Write-off of three labor units confirmed. Asset Kade, cease unauthorized downtime,” the operator announced in the same everyday corporate tone. “Proceed to Loading Sector Four. Report to the junior shift manager. Please observe the corporate dress code: personnel in yellow are your direct supervisors; personnel in red are sector managers. Their orders are mandatory. Have a productive shift!”

I wondered what color the operators wore. Or whether there were any operators on the station at all. It would make sense if there weren’t. Some guy sitting somewhere in the Philippines, working eight to five, then clocking out and going home. So the yellow suits were the local foremen and enforcers, and the red suits were prison-gang bosses with whom the corporation had negotiated a mutually profitable contract to keep order.

Staying strictly on the green guidance strip, I shuffled along in my magnetic boots, getting used to their awkward weight. I passed a couple of sparking intersections and reached the distribution airlock for Sector Four.

Finding the boss didn’t take long. The “junior manager” stood out like a flare against the swarm of gray-clad workers. He was a huge bald man with a badly healed, crooked nose, stuffed into a bulky yellow spacesuit covered with welding scars. His heavy helmet hung carelessly behind his shoulders on its retaining clips, leaving him free to breathe the station’s stale air and lazily chew on a stick of synthetic tobacco. He held a battered tablet in one hand and a heavy shock baton in the other.

I approached him.

“Good afternoon. Ray Kade. Assigned to Sector Four,” I reported crisply, playing along with the local rules.

The foreman gave me a long, appraising look.

“New guy,” he declared. “Heard about the hull breach in transit. Lucky bastard. The station already gave you a warm welcome, and you lived through it. Ha!” Dex burst out laughing. “Anyway. I’m chronically short-handed as it is because of those flying idiots. Name’s Dex. To you, that’s Mr. Junior Shift Manager.”

“Understood. What’s the assignment?” I decided not to pick a fight in my first few minutes.

Dex grunted, spat his chewed tobacco stick onto the metal deck, and pointed his baton toward an enormous airlock gate. Massive cylindrical containers coated in thick frost were rolling through it with a loud hiss.

“Grab an available antigrav cart. Twelve-hour shift. You’ll haul helium-3 cryocylinders from here to the docking bays for loading onto incoming barges. Keep your helmet visor down. Those tanks put out enough cold to freeze your retinas.”

He stepped closer, his voice turning menacing.

“Each cylinder weighs five tons. The low gravity means you won’t break your back, but inertia still works just fine. Lose focus on a turn, fail to brake in time, and that thing’ll smear you across the green stripe so thin the cleaning droids will have to scrape your spacesuit off with a putty knife. And you’d better pray the container survives. If you damage the gas, I’ll skin you myself. Move!”

Inspector Rendell had described Helix as a logistics prison with relatively mild conditions. I hated to imagine what Omega Block was like. Well, then. Welcome to space. Now all I had to do was find Theo Fox in this rusting anthill and somehow convince him I was his best friend.

Work on Helix was mechanical hell, perfected into a system. Jupiter was the Solar System’s bottomless gas well. Far below, in the giant’s raging storms, corporate harvesters sucked helium-3 from the atmosphere—the cleanest and most expensive fusion fuel around. Our orbital hub received the raw material, purified it, packaged it, and shipped it throughout the Solar System. Stations like this kept interplanetary trade running.

Six hours into my nonstop shift, every muscle in my body burned. I was pushing yet another cart along the green magnetic strip when three tough-looking inmates blocked my path. At their head stood a mountain of a man in a battered yellow spacesuit. Faded prison tattoos covered his face, and crude optical sensors glimmered dully where his eyes should have been.

“Hold it, new guy,” he said with a predatory grin, stopping my cart with a heavy, military-grade mechanical arm. Servos in the hand creaked ominously. “I’m Krom. I run Dock Four. Saw you keep your shit together during that blowout. We can use guys with a spine.”

“Just meeting my quota, Krom,” I replied evenly, keeping both hands on the cart’s handles. “Not looking to take anything that isn’t mine.”

Krom grunted, his metal camera-eyes narrowing.

“That’s the right attitude. Those corporate rats at Orion work us like dogs for a helping of synthetic shit. But the right people know how to get what’s theirs. Consider this a little test. Leave your cylinder here and take that cart instead.” He nodded toward a nearby antigrav cart already loaded with a cylinder. “Take it to Dock Seven. There’s a Martian transport loading there. Roll the cart onto the loader, wait till they unload it, and that’s it. Job done. Come straight back. Keep it quiet, and you’ll be working under my protection. Got it?”

“No problem, Krom.” I nodded obediently, took hold of the cart’s handles, and rolled it toward Dock Seven.

The big man bared his teeth in satisfaction and turned away, waving to his crew.

I studied the cart. At first glance, it carried an ordinary helium-3 cryotank. But in Ashport, the only free cheese came in a mousetrap, and I doubted Jupiter was any different. Krom wasn’t going to hand a lucrative route to a newcomer out of the goodness of his heart.

As soon as I’d rounded the first distribution block and was out of direct sight, I stopped the antigrav. The cart handled a little heavier than normal, and its center of mass shifted noticeably whenever I braked. I’d never been a hacker, but I now had a government-grade upgrade lodged in my neck. I’d have to learn on the job.

I closed my eyes and felt for the new interface. The unfamiliar, minimalist shell of the Shadow Protocol unfolded in my mind’s eye. Pretty straightforward: mail, a search function, and a list of nearby equipment I could connect to. The range was probably fifty to seventy meters. I scanned the list: cargo cranes, pressure sensors, loaders.

I checked the ID stamped on the bottom of my cart and initiated a connection. The system took it from there. A few seconds later, a warning appeared in my vision: the output of the antigravity suspension didn’t match the declared mass of a standard cylinder. Someone had crudely recalibrated the cart’s controller to conceal thirty kilograms of extra weight in the software.

I examined the antigrav suspension assembly closely. One of the four standard coolant cylinders supplying the lower drive units looked different. It lacked the usual relief valve. Instead, someone had welded a bulky homemade fitting to one end, complete with a magnetic seal and a thick armored cable feeding an independent containment circuit. Ordinary refrigerant didn’t need that level of protection.

I focused on it, snapped a picture of the modified assembly through my suit optics, and sent a quick query through the government interface. Rather than searching for the cylinder itself, I entered the unusual connector type and the magnetic circuit’s parameters, cross-checking them against customs databases. My neurolink chewed through the data and returned an unambiguous answer.

Ultra-high-pressure magnetic trap. Isotopic concentrate. Metallic hydrogen stabilized inside capsules. A by-product of atmospheric extraction, worth a small fortune on the Asteroid Ring’s black market. Perfect fuel for pirate missiles—or for building vacuum bombs.

Krom was using me as an unwitting mule.

I looked up the route to Dock Seven. A corporate customs scanner arch stood at the intersection ahead. Three heavy security droids armed with plasma emitters kept watch beside it.

The setup became clear in a heartbeat. Krom knew the container would set off the scanner. The second I entered the arch, an alarm would sound. The droids would lock me down and either shoot me or stun me into unconsciousness. While every security unit in the sector rushed to deal with the “stupid rookie and his contraband,” Krom’s men would slip their real shipment—a much bigger one—through the neighboring corridor left unguarded. A classic street-level diversion.

I pushed the five-ton monster toward the scanners, cold sweat trickling down my back. Twenty meters to the arch. The droids had already turned their optical sensors toward me.

I closed my eyes again, summoned the Shadow Protocol interface, and found the customs arch’s identifier in the device list. Access request. One second later, the scanner’s control menu opened. I entered a short command: Ignore anomalies for current object.

I held my breath and stepped under the arch. The scanner flashed green. Silence. The droids didn’t so much as twitch. Easy. No sudden movements. I rolled the cart out of the inspection zone, reached Dock Seven without incident, and left it on the loading platform. The cart rose into the ship’s hold and soon returned empty. I came back through the scanner the same way. An hour later, I was standing in front of my new acquaintances again.

Krom and two of his lackeys were waiting in a blind spot behind the ventilation shafts. Ten crates covered with thermal blankets stood around them—probably the main shipment they’d intended to sneak through during the commotion. When they saw me come back alive, without handcuffs and without a single siren wailing, Krom stared as if his optical sensors had stopped making sense of the world. His scheme had failed. Their mood had taken a definite turn for the worse.

“You...” the gang boss hissed, stepping toward me. His mechanical hand clamped onto my shoulder, the servos whining menacingly. “How the hell did you get through the scanner? Why wasn’t there an alarm?”

“Was there supposed to be an alarm?” I put on the most innocent look a man in a gray prison spacesuit could manage.

I casually knocked his steel paw off my shoulder and patted the empty antigrav cart.

“I just delivered the tank like you asked. The Martians took the shipment. Green light, no trouble.”

Krom ground his teeth. His face turned purple.

“Don’t lie to me, you piece of shit! You couldn’t have just walked through customs with that... with that cart!”

“Why not? Just ordinary helium-3, right?” I gave a baffled shrug. “Maybe the scanners are out of calibration. Or the droids are malfunctioning. Anyway, you told me to keep it quiet. So I did. What was that about working under your protection, boss? Did I pass your test?”

Krom’s face twisted with rage. The failed diversion meant losing face with the other gang bosses, not to mention trouble down the line. His window for smuggling the main shipment through had slammed shut, and now the smart-ass rookie standing in front of him was openly making fun of him.

A sharpened piece of rebar glinted dully in Krom’s hand. He roared and lunged for my stomach. He was big, but seven years of corporate wars had taught me a few things.

I didn’t back away. I shifted my weight onto my left magnetic boot, locking myself firmly to the deck, and caught Krom’s wrist with my right hand. One step forward, then a short, brutal palm-heel strike upward into his throat. Krom gagged and dropped the shiv. Before he could recover, I swung my heavy green boot into the side of his knee. The crack of the joint was swallowed by the ventilation noise. The huge convict collapsed to his knees, desperately gulping for air.

I leaned close to his ear.

“Name’s Ray Kade. I don’t work as anybody’s free mule. Try to set me up again, and I’ll crack open your hydrogen stash and shove it up your ass. Understood?”

Choking on a cough, Krom glared at me with undisguised hatred.

“Anybody else want to check my work schedule?” I asked quietly.

His lackeys jerked toward me, then froze. At that exact moment, my acid-green boots exploded in blinding agony.

Several thousand volts surged through the magnetic soles and straight into my nervous system. My body arched. I crashed onto the grated deck beside Krom, unable even to scream. My muscles locked in spasms, and white fire flashed across my vision.

My earpiece clicked, and that syrupy, impassive voice returned.

“Attention. Unauthorized physical violence detected. Orion Cargo does not support reductions in asset productivity. Asset Kade, corrective disciplinary action has been assigned. Level: Solitary-1. Duration: twelve hours.”

Through the haze in my vision and the ringing in my ears, I saw two heavy security droids swing around the corner. Their plasma cannons trained on Krom’s motionless lackeys.

“Transport the offender to the isolation block,” one droid ordered in a metallic voice.

Both convicts glanced nervously at the gun barrels, then hurried over. They grabbed me roughly under the arms and dragged me along the green strip on the deck.

“Heavy bastard,” one of them panted.

“Don’t worry. He’ll lose some weight in a minute,” the other replied with vicious satisfaction.

They dragged me through several levels and into a dark, damp compartment. The escort droids stopped beside a row of narrow metal cages. Krom’s men shoved me into one without ceremony.

“Sweet dreams, asshole!”

When my eyes adjusted to the dim red bulb in the ceiling, I realized what had stabbed me as they’d thrown me inside.

This wasn’t a cell. It was an industrial-age iron maiden. The narrow metal frame enclosed a space one meter by one meter, bristling on every side with hundreds of rusty spikes and cut-off lengths of rebar. There was no room to lie down. No room to sit. I couldn’t even lean against a wall. The sharp metal would pierce the thin fabric of my spacesuit and dig into my flesh. The only way to survive was to stand dead center, balancing on trembling legs, not daring to close my eyes or lose my footing. Fall—or fall asleep—and I’d impale myself on dozens of spikes.

I stood perfectly still in the middle of the cage, feeling a rebar point scrape lightly against my back every time I took a deep breath. Twelve hours of almost complete immobility lay ahead.

My first day at the resort had been a resounding success. Jupiter certainly knew how to welcome its guests.
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Chapter 2. Deadly KPIs, the Dome’s Laws, and Leaky Pipes at the Bakery

Twelve hours in an iron maiden can change your outlook on life. When you’re standing in a cage, afraid to draw a deep breath in case a rusty spike punches through your lung, time stops meaning anything. All that’s left is the trembling in your overworked calves, the stale, damp air of solitary confinement, and the struggle to adjust to unfamiliar gravity.

Toward the end of the tenth hour, just as my mind began slipping into the blessed refuge of delirium, the Shadow Protocol came alive. A translucent green interface unfolded across my retina, superimposed on the pitch-black darkness of the cell.

Establishing shadow connection. SSL/TLS certificate verified. Secure Earth Government communications channel open.

A terse text message from Rendell appeared. No greeting, just an operational briefing: Subject Theo Fox located. Sector 7. Condition: unstable. Sector 4 intelligence: Overseer (red designation)—Vittorio Romano. Former caporegime of the Fatum Cartel. Controlled a network of underground casinos on Asteroid Ring stations. Direct connections to the Council of Families (the Dome). Threat: Junior Manager Dex (yellow designation) has conspired with the perimeter security AI. They intend to stage an accident involving a ruptured cryogenic cylinder to eliminate Romano. Dex’s objective: obtain red designation. Time until assassination attempt: 4 hours. End transmission.

The green lines faded. Rendell had thought it all through. He’d put a loaded gun in my hands and left it up to me to pull the trigger.

Two more endless hours later, the cell door clanged open. My body finally gave out. I spilled into the corridor, collapsed onto the damp metal grating, and pressed my burning cheek against the cold deck. Every muscle throbbed with pain, but the simple privilege of lying down felt like the greatest gift in the universe.

“Disciplinary sentence served, Asset Kade,” announced the escort droid hovering over my head, giving my shoulder a perfunctory nudge. “Your carbohydrate balance is critically low. You are authorized to visit the food service unit before returning to your duties. Maximize profits!”

Cursing my stiff legs and those heavy magnetic boots, I hobbled along the navigation strip toward the cafeteria.

The food service unit was a gigantic hangar that reeked of sweat and synthetics, lined with long metal tables. A serving conveyor thumped a gray brick of nutrient paste and a glass of cloudy, lukewarm water onto my aluminum tray. The water probably enjoyed the distinguished title of tea on the local menu.

Overhead, a gigantic holographic screen blared loud enough to drown out the din of thousands of hungry convicts. A dazzlingly cheerful young woman in a spotless corporate jumpsuit beamed down at us.

“Orion Cargo cares about your digestive health! Your nutrient brick is fortified with a basic blend of synthetic minerals to power you through the perfect twelve-hour shift. Today is going to be a wonderful day, full of opportunities for career advancement and personal growth! Let’s join hands in spirit, colleagues, and march together, efficiently and enthusiastically, toward our shared prosperity! Remember: synergy and team spirit begin with a clean plate!”

Chewing a lump of gray putty while that sugary nonsense poured from the screen was particularly revolting. I squeezed into a seat at the end of a table and managed only a couple of sips before a fight broke out one row over.

Someone had apparently disputed a ration. An aluminum tray flashed through the air, followed by the dull thud of punches and the crunch of cartilage. The inmates roared their approval and crowded in for the free entertainment.

I didn’t have the strength to care. All I wanted was to finish chewing my cardboard brick.

Then something massive leaned onto my right shoulder. A wave of foul, rotting breath hit my face, and a sharpened shiv pressed up beneath my ribs, its point digging into the thick fabric of my jumpsuit.

“How you feeling, Ray?” rasped a familiar, hate-filled voice beside my ear.

I glanced sideways and saw Krom. Yesterday’s local tough guy was pinning me against the table with his full weight, sparing his broken leg while leaving his mechanical hand free to hold the blade. His face was one enormous purple bruise, haphazardly patched with filthy medical tape. Fury smoldered in his optical sensors. Between the shouting and the brawl, I hadn’t even heard him approach.

“Watch your back,” Krom hissed, increasing the pressure of the point. “Think you’re the smartest bastard on this station? Your life can end any second now. In the showers. On the loading deck. In a blind spot. One little move, and you’re gone. Walk around scared, Ray. Every damn minute.”

Sirens wailed at the far end of the cafeteria as security droids converged on the brawl, stun guns at the ready. Taking advantage of the commotion, Krom bared his teeth in a vicious grin and concealed the shiv. He shoved himself off my shoulder and leaned on a henchman who had come to help him, disappearing into the gray crowd.

The last of the nutrient paste stuck in my throat. Whatever appetite I’d had was gone, but I still needed to finish eating and get back to work.

Sector Four’s loading zone was a hive of activity. Junior Manager Dex—the bald brute in the yellow spacesuit I’d met yesterday—stood on an elevated platform, idly twirling a stun gun.

“Well, look who’s back from his little vacation! One look at your face tells me you’re rested and bursting with energy! Attaboy!” The foreman grinned. “Grab an antigrav cart, Kade. Your work order’s already in your head. Move it before that timer runs out!”

The corporate interface flashed across my vision, projecting the information directly onto my retina. A rotating three-dimensional model of a bulky purification filter appeared, while a pulsing yellow route traced a path across the deck to the third crane at the far end of the sector, then onward to the tank farm.

A delivery countdown began ticking in the corner of my vision. Beneath it, in a tiny font of almost offensively neat lettering, glowed my shift schedule: Standard logistics cycle: 12 minutes. Recreational allowance: 2 minutes per hour. Sanitation break: 3 minutes (maximum twice per shift). Warning: failure to meet time targets constitutes theft of corporate time and is punishable by immediate electrical stimulation!

I fell into that merciless rhythm, pushing the heavy cart along the virtual arrows and keeping my eyes open.

Vittorio Romano wasn’t hard to find. An elderly, gray-haired Italian with a deep scar running across his entire face stood by a distribution junction in an immaculate red spacesuit. Six solidly built enforcers formed a loose semicircle around him.

When my route crossed the area they controlled, I set the cart’s brake and stepped toward the man in red. Two bruisers immediately blocked my path, their hands settling on concealed shivs.

“Easy. I’ve got business with the overseer,” I said evenly, without a hint of menace.

Romano turned faded eyes toward me.

“The new guy. Yesterday’s troublemaker,” he said quietly, with the easy authority of a man who’d ruled streets long before he ruled a prison deck. “You’ve got one minute, dead man. Tell me what you want, or my boys will end your shift early.”

“Back in Ashport, Signor Vittorio, the Dome preferred to cut off a rat’s head before it could chew through the wiring.”

At the word Dome, Romano straightened. Only a handful of people aboard the station knew about the Syndicate’s Council of Families.

“My name is Vittorio Romano. But at the Dome’s table, they called me Lead,” he said through clenched teeth. “Where’d you learn to talk like that, kid?”

“I worked for old Don Valeri before somebody zeroed him,” I said, holding the overseer’s gaze. “After that, I had dealings with the Dome’s new favorite, the man my crew helped put in the chair. You can check with Ashport through your private channels, Lead. I think Don Marcello will confirm he knows me. Assuming you’ve got a terminal secure enough for the call.”

I nodded toward the loading area.

“Your attack dog Dex has been bragging a little too loudly to his goons in the cafeteria, and my implant picked up a background log from the corporate network. Dex isn’t hanging around those terminals for nothing. He fed the perimeter security AI a new predictive model: if you happen to die in an ‘accident’ and he takes your place, shipping throughput goes up twelve percent. Now he’s promising his boys a whole new future and boasting that this sector will be his by tonight.”

Vittorio frowned. His hand unconsciously clenched into a fist.

“The algorithm put a price on your life, Lead,” I said with a thin smile. “Compared it with the profits Dex could bring in and decided you weren’t cost-effective. In ten minutes the AI will shut down the safety sensors on crane three for a ‘scheduled reboot,’ and a cryogenic cylinder will land right where you’re standing. No murder. Just good old corporate optimization. Dex wants your red suit.”

Dead silence followed. Romano made an almost imperceptible gesture. Two of his men broke away without a word and disappeared into the crowd of workers. Five minutes dragged by before the overseer’s earpiece gave a short chirp. Vittorio listened to the report, and his face hardened into a stone mask.

“Bring the bastard to maintenance airlock eight,” Romano ordered into his communicator. Then he turned to me. “You’re coming with me.”

Dex lay on the airlock’s ribbed metal floor, beaten bloody. His yellow spacesuit was beyond saving. The foreman was still clutching a hacked crane-control unit in his hands.

“Vittorio... Lead, I swear, this is a mistake!” Dex whimpered, spitting out broken teeth. “The corpos came to me themselves—”

“In the Cartel, there’s only one payment for betrayal,” Romano cut him off coldly.

Vittorio nodded to his enforcers. Two of the bruisers dragged the screaming foreman into the airlock chamber and slammed him against the wall. The inner armored door snapped shut. Dex hammered his fists against the window, screaming soundlessly. Lead took out his corporate tablet and tapped the audio link to the sector’s duty operator.

A few seconds later, that familiar, honey-smooth, impeccably courteous voice sounded in our earpieces.

“Orion Cargo welcomes you, Manager Romano! How may I assist you in optimizing the operations of our shared home?”

“Requesting immediate contract termination,” Lead said calmly, watching Dex batter the airlock window. “Asset Dex. Grounds: industrial sabotage and endangering corporate property. Please authorize his dismissal. My staff have already prepared the employee for immediate departure from the station.”

The operator didn’t bother examining the details. As far as the system was concerned, the word of a man in a red spacesuit took priority.

“One moment, Manager... Reviewing performance metrics...”

A faint clicking of keys came through the earpiece.

“Yes. A decline in efficiency and misuse of working time have been confirmed. Request approved. Asset’s contract retroactively terminated. Esteemed Manager Romano, the corporation thanks you for your vigilance! Please note that the cost of the ‘open-door’ technical cycle and the lost oxygen will be deducted from your team’s ration fund. We wish the departing employee every success beyond our happy family! Have a productive shift!”

A green AI interface blinked above the tablet, confirming the work order had been closed. Lead calmly pressed a red button on the screen. The airlock’s outer doors thundered apart. The escaping air tore Dex from the chamber and hurled him into Jupiter’s radioactive storms.

Romano turned away from the window.

“You saved my business, Ashport boy. The Dome taught us to settle our debts. What do you want? Protection? That piece of shit’s yellow suit?”

“Neither, Lead. An old buddy of mine is doing time in Sector Seven. We used to run the slums together. Get me transferred to Dock Seven. Right now. And we’re even.”

Romano raised an eyebrow. Asking for a transfer instead of power was odd, but incredibly convenient for him.

“Your call. Consider it done. Finish your quota and I’ll put in the request.”

Lead turned his back, making it clear the audience was over.

The rest of the shift was mechanical torture. My muscles, still knotted from the punishment cell, burned like hell, and the heavy cylinders seemed to gain weight with every minute. But I kept pushing the antigrav cart, watching the countdown dwindle across my retina.

When the logistics-cycle timer reached zero, a cheerful corporate chime sounded in my ear.

“Attention, Asset Kade. Your internal rotation request has been approved! The corporation is always pleased to accommodate employees seeking fresh opportunities for synergy. Please return all equipment to the duty droid. Your new route has been plotted: Sector 7, Residential Block C, Individual Rest Pod 412. Your next shift begins in ten hours. Your new mentor is Junior Manager Grokh. The corporation hopes a change of scenery will enhance your productivity. Sweet dreams!”

A new green dotted line immediately appeared in my vision, leading toward the transit hub.

After handing over the empty cart, I barely managed to drag myself to an industrial elevator. The car descended several levels with a long, grinding shriek. Sector Seven was a carbon copy of Sector Four: the same rust embedded in the metal, the same sparking wires, the same constant roar of ventilation. A shift change was underway. As I made my way through the transit corridor against a gray river of spacesuited workers, I scanned the crowd out of habit.

And then I saw the man I’d come to find. Theo Fox. He was pushing a heavily loaded cart toward the docks. The man before me looked exhausted and years older than he should have, his eyes dull, with deep shadows beneath them. The station was draining his life one drop at a time. Probably not the right day for introductions. The last two days had taken too much out of me.

Suddenly, a security patrol droid stepped into my path, its optics gleaming.

“Attention, Asset Kade. You have been approved for an external communication session under legal-support provisions. Duration: three minutes. Proceed to the communications hub.”

I kept my surprise off my face. The droid escorted me to a row of cramped glass booths. An image flickered onto the grimy screen: a young woman in a severe business suit, her hair pulled into a bun, glasses perched on her nose. The perfect disguise. Mirage. My heart gave a jolt, but I kept my expression blank.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Kade,” the hacker said in a dry, official voice, though her eyes were shining with barely contained emotion. “I’m Sarah, junior assistant to your attorney, Mr. Morgan. We have exactly three minutes. Your family is very worried. Uncle Elvin asked me to tell you there’s been a burst pipe at our family bakery. The tax office is going through old receipts, and the house’s foundation has sunk badly. Mr. Morgan is trying to file an appeal, but his Earth license isn’t valid here and he can’t find a legal opening. And I... I simply can’t get past the wall of local bureaucracy to send you so much as a single document.”

I understood the code immediately. The “bakery” was our money-laundering operation. The “tax office” and “sinking foundation” meant someone was watching our headquarters; laundering more cash was out of the question, and staying at the base was dangerous. Ezra had no legal leverage, and Mirage couldn’t remotely break through Jupiter’s security to get me out or establish a communications channel. The team was on the verge of panic.

“I understand, Sarah.” The corners of my mouth rose into a tired smile. “Tell Uncle Elvin to close the bakery immediately. No more bringing flour into the house. It’s too dangerous right now. Have him withdraw all the family savings and set up an investment fund somewhere out in the Asteroid Ring. Mining finance, something along those lines. We need an office well away from all this damp weather on Earth.”

Mirage gave the smallest sigh of relief and nodded. She understood the order: save the shared funds and take the whole operation underground.

“As for your bureaucratic problems...” I pretended to rub my chin thoughtfully. “Remember that unusual analyst from the last election? Project Index?”

Mirage’s eyes widened. Asking a demonic algorithm for help was insane, but she apparently couldn’t see another way out.

“Try bringing him in as an independent consultant,” I continued. “He has an unconventional approach to restricted databases. Maybe he can help you get around those bureaucratic walls. And tell Mr. Morgan to stop digging through the criminal code. There’s nothing for him there. He’d be better off pulling the archives on private logistics contractors working with the World Government. Those contracts are always full of loopholes.”

“I’ll pass along every word, Mr. Kade...” Mirage managed a faint smile. “Please take care of yourself.”

“Your session has expired. Orion Cargo is committed to protecting your legal rights,” the AI clicked, and the screen went dark.

Those three minutes were enough to push my crushing exhaustion aside and replace it with cold determination. The wheels were in motion now. My team back on Earth wasn’t going to sit around doing nothing.

I reached Sector Seven’s residential block, found Pod 412, and hit the locking control. The heavy armored lid hissed into place, shutting out the noise of the station and the rotten stink of sweat.

Only when I was alone did I reach for the release catches. A loud click, and those damned green magnetic boots finally slid off my feet. Blissful relief spread from my toes all the way up to the back of my skull.

The moment I closed
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